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This paper aims at presenting a cognitive analysis of black humor in fiction by 
employing conceptual blending theory (also conceptual integration theory), proposed 
by Fauconnier and Turner. The term “black humor” refers to the humorous treatment 
of what is grotesque, morbid, or terrifying. It is the juxtaposition of humor and 
horror. 
 
For this purpose, the present paper selects for analysis Catch-22, a novel by Joseph 
Heller, a well-known American novelist for his use of black humor. To analyze the 
blending process of black humor, the present paper first probes into the mechanism 
of humor, to examine what provokes the laughter at the beginning. The paper then 
focuses on the techniques Joseph Heller employs at different levels to achieve the 
effect of humor, namely at lexical-grammatical level and rhetorical level, by making 
use of the integration network including generic space, cross-space mapping, 
selective projection, blend, and emergent structure through composition, completion 
and elaboration, as well as mental space construction concerning Base, Viewpoint, 
and Focus. The analysis elaborates on the blending process of the combination of 
humor and horror to produce the so-called “black humor”. The research is conducted 
inductively to arrive at the cognitive model of black humor on account of conceptual 
blending theory. 
 
By analyzing black humor in Catch-22 within the framework of conceptual blending 
theory, the present study has extended the application of the theory to a wider range. 
Furthermore, it has verified the application of conceptual blending theory at literary 
level of cognitive operation. The detailed analysis also offers a new perspective for 
readers to interpret and appreciate black humor in fiction.  
 


















本文的研究目的在于应用由 Fauconnier 和 Turner 等学者提出的概念整合理论，
从认知角度来分析英文小说中的黑色幽默。“黑色幽默”这一术语指的是以幽默的
方式对待怪诞、病态与恐怖。它是幽默与恐惧的并置。 
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Black humor is a term primarily associated with a group of novelists writing in the 
period during the 1960s and 1970s. Their works were characterized with comic 
elements combined with a profound sense of despair.  
 
André Breton, regarded as the first critic to coin the term “black humor”, published in 
1939 Anthologie de L’humour Noir (Anthology of Black Humor). In the preface to the 
volume, he defines black humor as a gesture of revolt. “It cannot be a matter of 
explicating humor and making it serve didactic ends.” (Breton, 1993:13). “Black 
humor is bounded by too many things, such as stupidity, skeptical irony, joking 
without seriousness …, but it is pre-eminently the moral enemy of with its air of being 
perpetually at bay—sentimentality always with a blue background—and of a certain 
short-term fantasy …” (ibid: 18) 
 
Although works of black humor share several characteristics, critics have difficulty in 
defining the style. Alan R. Pratt, whose Black Humor: Critical Essays (1993) provides 
a survey of a variety of contemporary assessments, also fails to give a specific 
definition of black humor. However, two points of agreement stand out: “Black 
involves the humorous treatment of what is grotesque, morbid, or terrifying. And while 
it bitterly ridicules institutions, value systems, and traditions, black humor offers 
neither explicit nor implicit proposals for improving, reforming, or changing the 
painful realities on which it focuses.” (Louis, 1983: xix)  
 
Joseph Heller is one of the most recognized black humorists on the American literary 
scene. His work Catch-22 (1961) is now counted among the best examples of black 
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fictional island named Pianosa during World War II. Yossarian sees absurdity 
everywhere and he realizes the insanity of the world. He tries to escape more flying 
missions with various means, but it is impossible for him to get out of the trap of 
Catch-22, a military discipline which specifies that only the insane pilot can be 
exempt from flying missions on the condition that he asks to be grounded. But, if a 
pilot asks to be grounded, he will prove to be rational and therefore completely sane. 
As a result he must continue to carry out combat duties. There is no escape from 
Catch-22. 
 
After the novel was published, it has drawn much attention from many critics, who 
comment on the novel’s prominent features of black humor from various 
perspectives. Many of these critics center on the artistic techniques of the works. 
Cary W. Davis discusses discontinuity, which has been the subject of much critical 
discussion, by announcing that “the novel’s most vital implications for our literature 
thus lie in the way Heller’s demythologizing of discourse relates to Yossarian’s 
quest for survival and to the question of whether it is possible to discover a 
meaningful, ‘continuous’ discourse.” (Nagel, 1984: 63) William Schopf regards 
Yossarian a Promethean hero in contrast with Orr as a bemushroomed hero. In 
response to the comment on the repetitious and formless structure of Catch-22, 
Robert Merill states that the structural complexity of Catch-22 embodies Heller’s 
meaning more thoroughly in that “…the book’s more puzzling features—its 
bewildering chronology, its repetitiveness, its protagonist’s belated change of 
heart—all fit together to advance Heller’s radical protest against the modern social 
order. ” (Merill, 1987: 33) 
 
Some critics explored the novel from the Jewish tradition. Ruderman observes that 
“Catch-22 is a Jewish book because its sensibility and humor are Jewish, driving 















schlemiel.”(Ruderman, 1991: 141) Daniel Walden’s “‘Therefore Choose Life’: A 
Jewish Interpretation of Heller’s Catch-22” develops the idea that the value of the 
book, especially those expressed by Yossarian, grow out of Jewish tradition, 
particularly the commitment to preserve existence and to lead a moral life. He makes 
reference to the “affinity between what Yiddish humor called a ‘laughter through 
tears’ and its accelerated form in such novels as Heller’s Catch-22.” (ibid: 143) 
Other critics review the novel in the light of philosophical foundation, i.e. 
existentialism. For example, Alan R. Pratt (Pratt, 1993:3-39) takes Catch-22 as an 
example to show the style of black humor and to compare existentialists with black 
humorists. 
 
Similarly, some Chinese critics have concentrated on the literary study of black humor. 
For example, in his A Study of the Characteristics of Black Humor, You Nanchun 
analyzes the features of black humor, including the combination of humor and horror, 
discontinuity of plots and language game (You, 2004:76-80). Cheng Aiming argues 
that black humorists contend that the world is absurd and mysterious, and all people 
live in the morbid circumstances which are eternal and can not be changed by anybody. 
The nature of black humor is to expose the essence of the actual world by means of 
distorting social phenomena and by adopting some writing techniques, such as humor 
and satire, which are exaggerated to the degree of absurdity. (Cheng, 2002:147). Li 
Xinyuan and Zhu Ruiqing analyze the “anti-novel” form of black humor (Li and Zhu, 
2002: 57-60). Ma Xiaochao mentions the metaphysical theme, seeing the story as a 
fable. He argues that Heller actually converts the tenets of conventional liberalism into 
the informing ideas of a powerfully moving fable. The abstract distorted character and 
the humorous comic style of black humor literature are also elucidated in his paper 
(Ma, 1998: 9-15). Wang Zhuo elaborates on the relationship between the American 
black humor fiction and existentialism to find out the social significance and its 
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The review above shows that previous analyses have covered almost every aspect of 
black humor in Catch-22, but none has been conducted to reveal how black humor is 
perceived and what is the underlying mental process of readers’ interpretation of black 
humor. 
 
The development of linguistic theories, especially the cognitive linguistic theory, has 
provided a chance to explore into the mental process of meaning construction in many 
seemingly simple or entrenched language phenomena. Coulson (2001:31) points out 
that “on standard views of sentence processing, meaning construction results largely 
from parsing.” In contrast, cognitive linguists suggest that meaning is based on 
conventionalized conceptual structures. They argue that “meaning is not a deposit in a 
concept-container, and is alive, dynamic and distributive, constructed for local 
purposes of knowing and acting. Meanings are not mental objects bounded in 
conceptual places but rather complex operations of projection, binding, linking, 
blending, and integration over multiple spaces.” (Turner, 1996:57) As a result, scholars 
have tried to approach the construction of meaning in the light of cognitive linguistics. 
For example, Lakoff and Johnson have conducted the study on conceptual metaphor 
and idealized cognitive models (ICM). Fillmore proposes the frame semantics and 
construction grammar while Langacker probes into the cognitive and conceptual 
theories of grammar. 
 
Among the researchers, Fauconnier in particular has put forward mental space theory 
and developed it into conceptual blending theory with Turner. In this theory, blending 
operates on two input mental spaces to yield a blend. There is a generic space, which 
maps onto each of the inputs. The generic space reflects some common structure and 
organization shared by the inputs and defines the cross-space mapping between them. 
The input spaces are partially projected onto the fourth space, the blend. The blend 
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